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No Signal

Lake Burley Griffin is an integral fixture within the Canberra landscape. Heralded by Visit Canberra as an 
‘ideal water playground’1  and in previous years critically referred to by The Canberra Times as a mere 
‘watery carbuncle’2  the iconic Canberra destination is designed to insight engagement from the community. 

Sabrina Baker’s exhibition Failing to Communicate (2017) utilises Lake Burley Griffin as a site in which the 
artist’s inner frustrations are expelled. The video components of this body of work document the physical 
endurance of Baker’s chosen ritual. Dressed in a maritime signal flag uniform while inflating a single person 
life raft by a manual foot pump, the artist wrestles with the $40 recreational Ebay item for over eight minutes, 
before she casts off. Occasionally paddling and more often than not aimlessly drifting Baker moves through 
the water of Lake Burley Griffin. It is not a perilous journey, rather, it is actually a little dull. In this land locked 

1 Visit Canberra, accessed 01 May 2017, https://visitcanberra.com.au/attractions/56b23b58d5f1565045d801cf/lake-burley-griffin

2 The Canberra Times, accessed 01 May 2017, http://www.canberratimes.com.au/comment/lake-burley-griffin-a-fetid-carp-pond-
20140926-10mdb0.html
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Image: Sabrina Baker, I require assistance from Failing to Communicate Series, 2017, performance documentation.
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body of water the only fear that can be found is the accidental consumption of blue-green algae, or, the 
possible discovery of a carp with five eyes. As a result the artist’s tedious trek across the lake is not a source 
of avid adventure, however, what we bare witness to is an individual’s desire to be seen and to be rescued.  

A patchwork of black, yellow, blue, red and white Baker’s wardrobe consists of 26 maritime signal flag 
dresses. A symbolic representation of the alphabet, ranging from Alpha to Zulu, each garment is designed 
to communicate an individual letter and a brief statement to the beholder. Obscure passages such as my 
vessel is healthy and I request free pratique and the immediacy of I am disabled, communicate with me 
indicate that Baker is attempting to tell us that she requires something. The irony of the work arises when 
these elaborate signals fail to reach us on the shore. The repeated gaps of understanding between what the 
artist means by my engines are going astern and how we choose to interpret this distress signal forms the 
intention of Failing to Communicate. 

An accurate dialogue between artist and audience is not the intention behind Baker’s work and 
miscommunication continues to appear as a theme within the artist’s practice. Coded methods of 
representation that were seen in her 2015 exhibition Pack and Unpack are revisited in Failing to 
Communicate. Despite aesthetic similarities between these bodies of work a subtle shift has occurred in 
Baker’s direction. Where tracking the impact of external conversations was the focus of Pack and Unpack 
this exhibition required the artist to cast an introspective gaze. The 26 signal dresses are a mechanism for 
Baker to divulge the personal. Failing to Communicate is a bizarre ritual of confession as inner frustrations 
are purged amidst the Canberra landscape.  

Anja Loughhead, May 2017 
 

Anja Loughhead is an emerging artist and curator based in Queanbeyan, NSW

Sabrina Baker | Artist statement

Baker is interested in communication, the way we do it, how we seem to do so much of it and how, in our 
extremely connected world we can be so easily misunderstood or fail to say what we really mean. Maritime 
signal flags are a visual language used to communicate between ships out at sea using distinct patterns and 
colours to clearly indicate things like ‘no’, ‘I need assistance’ and ‘keep clear of me’. 

This body of work comes from the artists’ experience of moving to and living in Canberra. As a transient 
city many people move here with a plan to leave, and those that grow up here often leave for the big cities. 
It can be difficult to connect with people in such a place, often passing each other like ships in the night, 
failing to connect altogether.

Sabrina Baker | About the artist

Sabrina Baker is an emerging artist and curator based in Canberra. After graduating from the ANU School 
of Art in 2013 she took up the role of Gallery Manager at Canberra Contemporary Art Space where she has 
curated several exhibitions including recently launched Me Time (2017). Baker has exhibited solo shows in 
the ACT (ANCA) and Melbourne as well as curated group shows and last year was shortlisted for the Yen 
Magazine female art award. Sabrina also co-directs The Garage Gallery, presenting exhibitions in unused 
spaces across the ACT. Sabrina’s art practice is focussed on her insatiable appetite for conversation in a 
world of never-ending technology and communication.
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Public program

Join Sabrina Baker, Ioulia Terizis and Sean O’Connell for an artists in conversation event on Sunday 18 June at 
2pm in the Huw Davies Gallery. Free event. All welcome.
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Image List

1. Failing to Communicate (float), 2017, high definition video, 4’40” looped, edition of 3 $280

2. Costumes to Communicate, 2017, polycotton, cotton rope, thread, dimensions variable NFS

A - I have a diver down; keep clear at slow speed

B - I am taking in/ discharging/ carrying dangerous goods

C - Yes

D - Keep clear of me - I am manoeuvring with difficulty

E - I am altering my course to starboard

F - I am disabled. Communicate with me

G - I require a pilot

H - I have a pilot on board

I - I am altering my course to port

J - I am on fire and have dangerous cargo on board, keep well clear of me

K - I wish to communicate with you

L - You should stop your vessel instantly

M - My vessel is stopped and making no way through the water

N - No

O - Man overboard

P - In harbour; all persons report on-board as the vessel is about to proceed to sea

Q - My vessel is healthy and I request free practique

R - No signal

S - My engines are going astern

T - Keep clear of me

U - You are running into danger

V - I require assistance

W - I require medical assistance

X - Stop carrying out your intentions and watch for my signals

Y - I am dragging my anchor

Z - I require a tug

3. Failing to Communicate (inflate), 2017, high definition video, 8’22” looped, edition of 3 $280
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Image: Sabrina Baker, Failing to Communicate (float), 2017, high definition video (still), 4’40” looped, edition of 3

Image: Sabrina Baker, Failing to Communicate (inflate), 2017, high definition video (still), duration 8’22”, looped, edition of 3


